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OAKLAND TRIBUNE 

Preparing for a launch party 

Bay Area Water trail would give enthusiasts expanded access to region's 'largest open space"  
 
By Suzanne Bohan, Oakland Tribune 
July 28, 2008 

Rodger Garfinkle shepherded some 40 paddlers into the two long, slender boats festooned with 
colorful dragon heads at their helms at the Berkeley Marina. 

They had all parked in the nearby lot and strolled over to Berth M, where they stepped into the 
waiting "dragon boats" for their twice weekly gatherings. In each boat, nearly 20 women and 
men practiced rowing in unison on the marina's calm waters, as Garfinkle and other team leaders 
called out orders. 

But throughout much of the Bay's more than 500-mile-long perimeter, gaining access to the 
water isn't nearly so easy. Fences, private residential and business properties, sea walls, riprap, 
mud flats and other obstacles bar access to much of the Bay's 470-square-mile expanse.  

That's about to change, with the anticipated approval in December of the San Francisco Bay Area 
Water Trail, a "blue trail" circling the Bay that will officially designate 112 sites suitable for 
hosting human- and small wind-powered crafts such as kayaks, canoes, scull boats, dragon boats 
and sailboards.  

"It's something new and fun and exciting for the Bay," said Ted Wharburton, harbor master at the 
Brisbane Marina, who has plans to upgrade his facility to accommodate increasing water-trail 
traffic. He already has a rare resource ready — inexpensive kayak storage — and a shower.  

"The trail gives people opportunities to get onto the water. And that's what harbor masters try to 
do," he said.  

"When you're out on the water," Wharburton added, "it's a prescription for calming down and 
stress relief. The water trail is really a grand idea." 

A water trail isn't your typical trail. On these routes, users leave no footprints. Instead, water 
trails are formed by a series of linked onshore sites for launching craft. And "destination" sites 
along the trail, while not accessible for launching these small boats, provide paddlers and 
sailboarders a rest stop.  

It's certainly not a new concept. More than 400 water trails exist in every region of the country. 

The oldest is the Maine Island Trail, which formed 20 years ago and stretches 350 miles down 
Maine's coast. The Puget Sound Water Trail, also called the Cascadia Marine Trail, opened in 
1993 and includes more than 50 campsites. 
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The popular trail attracts water enthusiasts from around the world, said Sarah Krueger, outreach 
director for the Washington Water Trail Association, which facilitates the development and 
management of five water trails in the state.  

The Lake Tahoe Water Trail lets paddlers plan a trip around the 72-mile shoreline of the vast 
Sierra lake, using a map with stop-off points, parking, dining, lodging and other services. 

Even New York City maintains a water trail, with launch and rest points in Manhattan, the Bronx 
and other boroughs. 

In 2005, the California legislature and Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger passed a bill authorizing the 
creation of the San Francisco Bay Area Water Trail. It's usually just called the "Water Trail" by 
its organizers to avoid confusion with the Bay Trail, a footpath following stretches of the Bay's 
shores. 

The legislature noted that with the region's growing population, "the public increasingly looks to 
the Bay, the region's largest open space, for recreational opportunities."  

The San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development Commission directed the initial 
development of the trail, in coordination with numerous agencies and organizations.  

On July 28, the public comment period closes for an environmental impact report on the trail 
prepared by the commission and, in December, the State Coastal Conservancy is widely 
expected to approve the water trail plan. Work on the trail is anticipated to begin in early 2009. 

The conservancy, a state agency, now leads the implementation and management of the trail.  

Funding for the trail will come, in part, from state bond money that's already set aside for such 
purposes.  

The first priority for the water trail project will be posting signs at the launch and destination 
sites, creating leaflets and launching a Web site, said Ann Buell, a conservancy project manager.  

The signs, featuring a water trail logo, will include information on navigation safety, guidance on 
minimizing wildlife disturbance while on the water, and map routes.  

"The water trail gives us another vehicle to get the word out" about water safety, noted Sean 
Kelley, director of Vessel Traffic Service for the U.S. Coast Guard's San Francisco sector. 

Commercial ships are licensed by the Coast Guard, he said, providing a direct means for 
conveying information on rules and boating safety. But recreational Bay users have been a 
harder group to reach as a whole, he said.  

And conditions on the Bay can quickly turn treacherous, Kelley said. Last week, while on a ship 
near Alcatraz Island, Kelley noticed a fast-moving current "ripping past the island." He said a 
kayaker, for example, paddling unaware into that current, could quickly become fatigued. 
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"You're not going to be able to overcome that, and the current will take you where it's going," 
Kelley said.  

He noted that the water trail will also provide more points where a paddler in trouble on the 
water can exit and seek help by using a phone or contacting people onshore. 

Kelley said educational materials for the water trail will help more recreational boaters 
understand the importance of knowing the timing of tides and the weather forecast, as well as 
staying clear of shipping lanes, and — for security reasons — keeping away from bridge towers, 
cruise ships and oil tankers, among other rules.  

The water trail was borne from determination by a group of paddlers to find more safe and 
convenient ways to enter the Bay. 

In 2001, they formed a group called Bay Access, with the primary goal of winning approval of 
an official water trail on the Bay. 

"We're fortunate to have a lot of open space in the Bay Area," said Cecily Harris, a board 
member of Bay Access, who also works for the San Mateo County Department of Parks. 

"But a lot of us are actually drawn to the San Francisco and San Pablo bays," she said.  

Penny Wells, Bay Access president, described how kayakers, windsurfers and other users of 
small craft often struggle to find safe launch sites that provide nearby all-day parking and 
conveniences such as restrooms.  

"The really important things are getting into the water and parking a car," Wells said. "And a 
bathroom is really good." 

Boaters carrying their equipment to the water, over riprap — a cover of large rocks that stabilize 
shorelines — or on slick algae-covered ramps or steps, account for numerous "debilitating 
injuries," read the trail's environmental impact report.  

The water trail plan sets aside 112 sites for paddlers and "beachable" sail craft to either 
conveniently launch into the Bay, or arrive at "destination sites" along the Bay to rest or picnic. 

These destination sites aren't suitable for initially launching a craft because they're inaccessible 
from roadways.  

Currently, 95 launch and destination sites exist, although some need such upgrades as new ramps 
or floats, Buell said.  

The water trail project also will create 17 sites, although completion dates aren't set.  

Exhibit 4: Project Letters and News Articles



A continuing mission of Bay Access is establishing more campsites along the Bay for water trail 
users. Currently, there are only two overnight campsites — one at Kirby Cove just west the 
Golden Gate Bridge in the Marin Headlands, and another on Angel Island State Park. 

"It's just spectacular," Wells said, of an overnight stay at Kirby Cove.  

Bay Access also envisions an expansion of overnight accommodations at bed-and-breakfast inns, 
hotels and historic ships docked at various wharves, such as the SS Red Oak Victory in 
Richmond, Wells said. 

Ideally, the trail report stated, paddlers and other recreational users on the Bay will find 
overnight lodging about every eight miles — about the length most people can travel easily in a 
day. 

"It's just amazing. You get to have all these great experiences, and it's right here. You don't have 
to travel to Greece or Hawaii," Wells said. 

Wells described the timing of the water trail's planned 2009 opening as "coincidental" with the 
sharp rise in gas prices. 

"We now have an option, and that option is having your vacation at home and learning a new 
sport," she said. 

But accompanying the enthusiasm for a new Bay Area outdoor resource is concern that an influx 
of recreational boaters might inadvertently harm wildlife. 

As the environmental impact report noted, if boaters get too close, alarmed animals may take 
flight or dive into the cold water. When this happens repeatedly, it depletes the animals' energy 
stores, compromising their abilities to reproduce, migrate and survive.  

Harbor seals, which now concentrate their haul-out sites on a few key locations due to loss of 
habitat around the Bay, are of particular concern. When seals repeatedly dive into the Bay to 
avoid a human disturbance, it can lead to abandonment of the haul-out site, interruption of 
nursing, increased stress and poorer overall health.  

Beth Huning, coordinator of the San Francisco Bay Joint Venture, a coalition of various 
stakeholders, said almost the entire population of some migratory waterfowl spend the winter in 
the Bay, including surf scoters and two scaup species.  

When a human-powered craft startles a bird, it could abandon its nest, or leave eggs vulnerable 
to predators. The trail report noted that studies found wildlife disturbances from kayaks and 
canoes, which usually move about noiselessly and close to shore, can be more severe than from 
motor boats, which usually remain farther from shore. 

An organized trail, though, is a far better option than allowing recreational boating, which is 
rapidly growing in popularity, to increase "willy nilly" on the Bay, Huning said.  
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The trail keeps access points away from sensitive areas, Huning said, in addition to creating a 
venue for educating recreational paddlers on strategies for enjoying the Bay while leaving 
wildlife undisturbed. 

And people tend to stay on trails, Huning added. When she worked in Yosemite National Park, 
"99.9 percent of the people stayed on the trails." 
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In San Francisco, Mapping Out a Trail on the Water  

By PAUL McHUGH 
July 8, 2008 

No one can leave a handprint on the water — as a hoary old saw declares. So, the idea of 
establishing a path on water may seem odd. But it has not stopped the states of Washington and 
Maine, among other entities, from building extensive water trail systems that include shoreline 
launch sites, camping spots and parks for recreational use. 

A water trail is a frame for travel, more than an actual pathway. When a system is created, 
paddlers, rowers or sailors can connect its dots in any manner or order they like. Or, in whatever 
way wind and tide demand.  

The nation’s inventory of recreational water trails is about to expand. In 2005, the California 
State Legislature sanctioned a plan for San Francisco Bay that was proposed by boating 
enthusiasts. Last fall, the Bay Conservation and Development Commission handed its vision off 
to the California Coastal Conservancy for implementation. Cities, counties and agencies ranging 
from the National Park Service to the East Bay Regional Park Service have plans to participate. 

By next year, 57 of 112 sites scattered around the bay’s sprawl of 470 square miles should be 
ready for use, the C.C.C. project manager Ann Buell said. Most of those 57 sites had been 
developed as launch or picnic sites; the new San Francisco Bay Water Trail simply designates 
and links them. But freshly erected launch areas, hostels and shoreline campgrounds should soon 
come into the system, giving the nautical-minded a wide, new area for exercise, recreation and 
wildlife viewing. 

“Having a water trail right here makes much more sense than driving off to some faraway lake to 
find your fun,” Buell said. “You’ll burn less fuel, and reduce carbon emissions. Urban dwellers 
can score exercise and recreation on human-powered craft. The trail offers a way to get out and 
view, and learn about, and appreciate, all of the bay’s wildlife. And who knows what can 
ultimately be added to this system? Our trail is a superexciting work-in-progress.” 

San Francisco Bay is an epicenter for more than earthquakes. It has hosted the world’s largest 
sea kayak race (the Sea Trek Regatta & ETC Paddle-a-thon) for almost three decades. In recent 
years, it has also been the scene of national championships in surf skiing, windsurfing and 
kiteboarding, as well as major dragon boat, rowing, outrigger canoe and sailing competitions. 
Some big-boat sailors contend that if the America’s Cup is ever held there, it will not leave, 
because the bay’s mélange of winds and currents, swirling around hidden coves, points and reefs, 
could provide a pronounced home-turf advantage. 
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Similarly, water-trail advocates proclaim that the new trail can offer much more than a site for 
training and play. It could form a course for major international competitions: a Tour de Bay, for 
instance, much like the Tour de France, but deploying paddle craft rather than bikes. 

“Water trails on rivers are usually linear,” said Penny Wells, president of Bay Access, a grass-
roots group that started pushing for the project six years ago. “But in San Francisco Bay and 
Puget Sound, they’re more like a net, with anchor points all along the rim. 

“Such a network can provide a lot of opportunity for many different types of activity, from day 
trips to races. My own fantasy would be using it for a huge vacation, paddling all around the bay, 
staying overnight in a variety of locations.” 

That last aspect is the San Francisco Bay Area Water Trail’s largest glitch. Right now, there are 
only two places for boaters to camp: the National Park Service’s Kirby Cove and the state park 
system’s Angel Island. Supporters of the project, however, intend to add camps and launch 
ramps wherever liability and access issues can be solved, then add innovations like hotels and 
hostels on the shoreline. In one example, bed and breakfasts could be established on houseboats, 
then moored at existing marinas. 

During a May full moon, I joined two companions — John Weed and Matty Kinsella, both 
experienced sea kayak guides, racers and instructors — and, using Angel Island as a base, 
roamed the bay. Blustery weather, winds rising to gale force and strong tides somewhat limited 
our course. But we enjoyed twilit cruises, and admired harbor seals and sea lions, and graceful 
flights of brown pelicans, California gulls and cormorants. We even cove-hopped out through the 
Golden Gate, then put a 4-knot flood tide and 20-knot west wind at our backs to cruise back 
under the bridge. 

I finished with a one-day solo paddle from Angel Island to Redwood City, covering 37 miles in 
nine hours. I was helped by a Pacific Action sail (based on the South Seas proa canoe sails) that 
sometimes increased my speed to 10 miles an hour. En route, I reflected upon the bay’s nautical 
history. The Ohlone and Coast Miwok tribes navigated here for millennia, using balsas, or reed-
bundle, canoes. Only a century ago, sailing barges, called scow schooners, worked as the pickups 
and semi trucks of the Bay Area, cruising inland as far as Sacramento. 

Once, waterways were America’s highways, not just play spots. Depending on how things go, 
they could be again.  
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